Singapore and the Experience of Place in Old Age by Kong, Lily et al.
Singapore Management University
Institutional Knowledge at Singapore Management University
Research Collection School of Social Sciences School of Social Sciences
10-1996
Singapore and the Experience of Place in Old Age
Lily Kong
Singapore Management University, lilykong@smu.edu.sg
Brenda S. A. Yeoh
National University of Singapore
Peggy Teo
National University of Singapore
DOI: https://doi.org/10.2307/215931
Follow this and additional works at: https://ink.library.smu.edu.sg/soss_research
Part of the Asian Studies Commons, Family, Life Course, and Society Commons, and the Human
Geography Commons
This Journal Article is brought to you for free and open access by the School of Social Sciences at Institutional Knowledge at Singapore Management
University. It has been accepted for inclusion in Research Collection School of Social Sciences by an authorized administrator of Institutional
Knowledge at Singapore Management University. For more information, please email libIR@smu.edu.sg.
Citation
Kong, Lily, Yeoh, Brenda S. A., & Teo, Peggy.(1996). Singapore and the Experience of Place in Old Age. Geographical Review, 86(4),
529-549.
Available at: https://ink.library.smu.edu.sg/soss_research/1736
 SINGAPORE AND THE EXPERIENCE OF PLACE
 IN OLD AGE*
 LILY KONG, BRENDA YEOH, and PEGGY TEO
 ABSTRACT. Through case studies of two neighborhoods in Singapore with large concentra-
 tions of elderly residents-Tiong Bahru and Chinatown-we explore the relationship be-
 tween the aged's emotional attachments to place and the sustenance of their personal
 identities, their continued participation in life, and their adaptation to changing circum-
 stances. In particular, we examine their feelings of physical, social, and autobiographical in-
 sideness. We emphasize the rapidly changing physical conditions in Chinatown wrought by
 the government's conservation strategy and their implications for the elderly. In Tiong
 Bahru young people are moving to newer housing developments, leaving the aged behind in
 an essentially little-changed physical environment; we discuss the elderly's sense of identity
 in this context. Keywords: elderly, identity, place experience, Singapore.
 Jince the 1970s, humanistic geography has gained adherents among geographers
 who emphasize the centrality of "people and their condition" (Tuan 1976, 266). Hu-
 manistic research has focused on human relationships with place, notably the devel-
 opment, characterization, and outcome of such relationships. Except in relation to
 homes (Perkins 1988), neighborhoods (Rivlin 1982), or places of worship (Kong
 1992), few authors except Graham Rowles (1978,1980, 1983a, 1983b) have investigated
 in detail how elderly people relate to the places with which they interact.
 We address this deficiency in the context of Singapore, in view of the growing
 proportion and number of the aged and the necessity for understanding their expe-
 riences and considering their future needs. Specifically, we use two case studies,
 Tiong Bahru and Chinatown, to explore how the elderly in rapidly modernizing Sin-
 gapore relate to their places. Environments are especially important to aging resi-
 dents, affecting their adaptation to change, the sustenance of their personal
 identities, and their continued participation in life, particularly given their dimin-
 ishing physical ability, reduced economic means, and changing surroundings.
 Tiong Bahru and Chinatown represent two areas with larger-than-average con-
 centrations of elderly residents. The census divisions Tiong Bahru and Kreta Ayer,
 which correspond closely to our study areas, are two of only seventeen census divi-
 sions (out of a total of eighty-one) in which the age category with the highest pro-
 portion of residents is sixty and above (Lau 1992, 22-24). Tiong Bahru can be
 divided into two areas (Figure 1). The first comprises primarily three-to-five-story
 walk-up apartments, built between the 1930s and 1950s by the Singapore Improve-
 ment Trust (SIT), the housing authority prior to the current Housing and Develop-
 * We acknowledge with gratitude the assistance of the many elderly residents of Tiong Bahru and Chinatown
 who shared their insights and recollections with us. In deference to their desire for anonymity we have given
 them fictitious names and have refrained from including photographs in our article.
 *q DR. KONG, DR. YEOH, and DR. TEO are senior lecturers in geography at the National University of
 Singapore, Singapore 119260.
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 FIG. 1-Tiong Bahru, Singapore, 1997. (Cartography by Lee Li Kheng)
 ment Board (HDB). The second comprises the high-rise HDB apartments in the Kim
 Tian estate.
 Physically, Tiong Bahru has not undergone many changes in the past few dec-
 ades. The SIT apartments still look much the way they did when they were newly
 constructed. Likewise, Seng Poh Road Market / Food Center has been in existence
 since 1950, although the stalls were already operating in an unauthorized open-air
 market in the immediate prewar years (SIT n.d.). Only in the past five years have
 some changes been apparent: a Mass Rapid Transit station is now in operation on
 Tiong Bahru Road, and two developments on either side of the same road (one resi-
 dential and one commercial retail, office, and entertainment) were recently com-
 pleted. Even so, these changes have not drastically altered the essentially Old World
 environment of the SIT heartland. In demographic terms, however, the area has
 changed. The distinctively aged community has resulted because, over the years,
 many younger people have moved out to newer HDB housing developments that
 offer bigger and better facilities.
 Chinatown, in contrast, has seen many physical changes over the years. The
 shophouses (two- or three-story units in which the ground floor functions as shop
 space and the upper floors as residential quarters) were threatened by the bulldozer
 in the early 1980s; some were in fact demolished (Figure 2). However, with a change
 530
This content downloaded from 202.161.43.77 on Sat, 12 Aug 2017 07:28:57 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms
 PLACE AND OLD AGE IN SINGAPORE
 FIG. 2-Chinatown, Singapore, 1997. (Cartography by Lee Li Kheng)
 in thinking toward a proconservationist stance, the Urban Redevelopment Author-
 ity has begun government conservation works and has initiated such works in the
 private sector since the late 198os. Many of the elderly residents who lived in squalid
 conditions in these shophouses have since been moved to HDB apartments else-
 where, primarily in the adjacent Sago Street-Kreta Ayer Road vicinity.
 Focusing on these as our study areas, we conducted in-depth interviews with
 residents in 1993 and 1994, tape recording them when we were permitted to and
 translating them from Mandarin and other Chinese dialects when we had to. Part of
 our analysis was based on the observations we made as we walked through Tiong
 Bahru and Chinatown, noting in particular where the elderly congregated and what
 they did in their meeting places.
 AGING IN SINGAPORE
 Since independence, Singapore's demographic profile has been a youthful one. In
 1957, 43 percent of the population was below the age of fifteen, whereas the popula-
 tion aged sixty and over never constituted more than 4 percent.' By 1980 the propor-
 tion of elderly had climbed to 7.5 percent of the total population (Cheung and Vasoo
 1992, 78), and in 1990 it was 9.1 percent (Department of Statistics 1992a, 5). Although
 this proportion is still lower than in many developed countries (14.6 percent in the
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 United Kingdom and 16.3 percent in Sweden in 1989, for example [Ministry of Home
 Affairs 1989, 15]), it is anticipated that, with a slow-growth population, the number
 and proportion of elderlywill rise dramatically in the next fiftyyears. Indeed, that co-
 hort is expected to increase to 26 percent by 2030 (Ministry of Home Affairs 1989,3),
 largely as a consequence of better health care and greater affluence, leading to in-
 creased life expectancy.2 The situation in Singapore will become comparable to other
 aging societies in Asia and the Pacific realm; namely, Japan and Hong Kong (where
 17 percent of the population were sixty or older in 1990), Australia and New Zealand
 (15 percent), China (12.2 percent), and Korea (10.4 percent). By the year 2000 about
 half the world's 614 million people aged sixty and above will come from Asia and the
 Pacific realm. One-fifth of Japan's population will be in that category, and Singapore
 will join China, Australia, Hong Kong, New Zealand, and Korea in having up to
 15 percent of the national population in the sixty-and-over age group (UN 1992, i).
 That Singapore's population is aging is also reflected in the maturing median
 age, which climbed from almost nineteen in 1957 to almost thirty in 1990. By the year
 2030 it is likely to be thirty-eight (Cheung and Vasoo 1992, 79). In terms of absolute
 numbers, in 1970 there were approximately 118,300 persons aged sixty and over. This
 increased by 47 percent, to 173,600, in 1980. In a short span of five years, from 1984 to
 1989, it increased by 18 percent, to 229,700. By 2030, with a medium fertility scenario
 (in which the total fertility rate equals 1.8), 835,000 persons will be sixty or older
 (Cheung and Vasoo 1992, 80). Within the elderly population, the growth rate is far
 from uniform. The "old-old"-that is, those aged seventy-five and older-will expe-
 rience the fastest growth. In 1985 some 40,000 persons were aged seventy-five and
 above. This figure will rise by six times by 2030, while the "young-old"-those aged
 sixty to seventy-four-will grow by about four times (Chen and Cheung 1988, 4).
 The implications of this phenomenon for planning are tremendous, and we high-
 light just two below to give a sense of the immensity of the problem.
 A first consideration is the economic implications of such a population trend.
 With movement toward a top-heavy age pyramid, the high child dependency ratio
 will shift to a high old-age dependency ratio. In this respect, the old dependency ra-
 tio will rise from 0.11 in 1980 to 0.46 in 2030 (Chen and Cheung 1988, 6). This is in-
 deed a serious scenario, but the ratio belies an even graver situation: Not everyone of
 working age, especially women, is employed. Furthermore, the ratio does not reflect
 changing trends in labor-force participation rates and unemployment (Arber and
 Ginn 1991) and, in that sense, does not reveal accurately the extent of the problem.
 When all of these factors are taken into account it becomes evident that, in economic
 terms, the burden of looking after the elderlywill eventually fall on a smaller propor-
 tion of working adults.
 Apart from the economic implications, in the National Survey on Senior Citi-
 zens conducted in 1983 the Ministry of Social Affairs focused attention on the care
 and support needed for the elderly. It reported that relatives formed the main source
 of help and that women, in particular, were the main caregivers. However, female
 labor-force participation has been rising-from 29.7 percent in 1970 to 51.3 percent
 532
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 in 1992 (Department of Statistics 1992b, 53)-making it difficult for women to con-
 tinue as the traditional caregivers for the elderly. The implication is that alternative
 sources of help and support must be developed.
 EXISTING LITERATURE
 Recognition of the importance of these phenomena culminated in an International
 Conference on the Elderly, hosted by the Singapore Action Group for Elders in Sep-
 tember 1993. Such interest has spawned a range of research. First, work has focused
 largely on the greying population as a demographic phenomenon (Chen 1982; Chen
 and Cheung 1988; Cheung 1988), outlining the dynamic changes in Singapore's
 population pyramid and stressing the need for policy directions in the support of the
 elderly. Second, in acknowledgment of the economic implications of an aging popu-
 lation for both the aged and the younger workforce, much research has been done on
 the socioeconomic profile of the elderly (Singapore Council of Social Services
 1977-1978; Ministry of Social Affairs 1983), including their financial-support systems
 and their spending habits. Third, the health and physical care of the aged have also re-
 ceived attention, with research on the provision of and access to health care and on
 the importance of social networks in relation to physical care (Tan 1988). These is-
 sues are indeed urgent and warrant attention. It is imperative, however, that re-
 searchers and policymakers not neglect the importance of other than physical needs,
 such as the importance of social interaction and the development of emotional ties
 to the neighborhood.
 With these agendas in mind, Soo-Khing Tan (1989-1990), Daniel Wan (1991-
 1992), and Kenneth Choo (1992-1993) focused on the interpersonal networks of the
 elderly in public-housing developments and in institutions. In the latter, particu-
 larly, they looked at the ability of the elderly to adjust to and cope with changes in
 their environments.
 Policy concern is yet another major area of research. The Advisory Council on
 the Aged was formed to review the status of aging in Singapore, especially with re-
 gard to programs and services (Ministry of Health 1984). Its report outlined the
 long-term ramifications on employment (see also Saw 1987), institutionalization,
 and community care. It also briefly addressed the attitudes of Singaporeans toward
 the elderly in order to increase public awareness of the aged (Ministry of Home
 Affairs 1989).
 Although these issues are relevant and important and deserve research atten-
 tion, other questions, hitherto neglected, also merit attention. Specifically, geogra-
 phers can add to understanding of the contribution of geographical setting or
 milieu to the actions and inactions of the elderly as well as to their sense of identity
 and satisfactory evaluation of life. It is this question on which we focus in this article.
 CONSTRICTIONS IN PHYSICAL LIFESPACE
 Elderly people become "prisoners of their space" (Rowles 1978). Physiological de-
 cline, economic deprivation, rapid societal change, and other factors lock them into
 533
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 a progressive shrinking oflifespace,3 even though there is compensation in the form
 of an intensification of attachment to their immediate environment.
 Physiological deterioration has been widely debated in gerontological literature
 as being ageist (Lewis and Butler 1972; Henwood 1990; Marshall 1990). Political
 economists argue that this type of thinking is socially constructed (Comfort 1977;
 Townsend 1981; Phillipson and Walker 1986), yet they do not deny its existence al-
 though they would argue that elderly peoples' lives are as much influenced by so-
 ciogenic aging-social stereotyping and social redundancy-as by biological aging
 - deterioration and the loss of physical capabilities (Arber and Ginn 1991, 35). Un-
 deniably, biological deterioration makes it more difficult for the elderly to negotiate
 their physical environment.
 The psychological effects of aging are also known (Levin and Levin 1980; Laslett
 1989; Markiddes 1989). Generally, the elderly find it increasingly difficult to absorb,
 organize, and evaluate information, and environmental stimuli are no exception.
 They often feel a loss of physical and psychological capability, which heightens their
 sense of insecurity, so they become reluctant to venture far (Stott 1981). The closing
 of lifespace is also conflated with other factors, such as reduced income and social
 isolation. Loss of social roles adds to their sense of social alienation (Allan 1985; Phil-
 lipson and Walker 1986).
 Environmental constraints are the other component that may constrict life-
 space. They come in several forms. Designed environments, particularly in urban
 areas, are seldom constructed with the elderly or the disabled in mind (Golant 1977).
 Walkways, lighting, and public transportation are insensitive to the abilities of the
 elderly to traverse space. Isolation from friends and relatives in urban space, espe-
 cially in institutions, may further constrict their lifespace and cocoon them into a
 separate world. The attitudes of society are critical to the ability of the elderly to ex-
 press themselves in space. Yet youthful society, with some exceptions, has little time
 or patience for the elderly, so it is no wonder that they retreat.
 NEGOTIATING THE BUILT ENVIRONMENT
 What are the implications of all these constraints on the environmental experience
 of the elderly? Rowles, in his pioneering work on the elderly in an Appalachian com-
 munity, developed two main conceptual approaches. First he discussed the elderly's
 four "modalities of geographical experience": action, orientation, feelings and emo-
 tional attachments, and vicarious experience (Rowles 1978). Then he introduced the
 notions of physical, social, and autobiographical "insideness" (Rowles 1983a, 1983b).
 The two sets of concepts overlap significantly; for our present purposes, we coalesce
 his concepts and highlight those that are of particular relevance to our empirical dis-
 cussion.
 Action is defined as physical movement in space and is the outcome of interac-
 tion between the human potential and the environmental facility (Rowles 1978,160).
 Actions are performed to satisfy needs and aspirations and require a change of loca-
 tion. They can take place at a variety of scales and at different frequencies. To negoti-
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 ate-that is, to be able to act in-these different environments, the elderly rely on
 orientation, on the differentiation of space through the use of schemata; namely,
 mental maps of the environment (Rowles 1978,164). Particularly in the case of local,
 everyday, proximate environments, Rowles (1980, 158; 1983a, 114; 1983b, 302) sug-
 gested that the elderly could carry out their actions well because they had developed
 a sense of "physical insideness" This concept draws inspiration from Yi-Fu Tuan's
 idea of developing a "habit field" comprising established paths "in which we move
 comfortably with the minimal challenge to choice" (Tuan 1974a, 242). Physical in-
 sideness refers to the development of "an inherent body-awareness of every detail of
 the physical configuration of [the] environment" (Rowles 1983b, 301) that enables
 the elderly to continue to traverse space and negotiate what would otherwise be for-
 midable architectural barriers. In other words, physical insideness is a sense of inti-
 mate familiarity with a physical setting that is manifest in such everyday actions as
 tracing paths "in the rhythm and routine of utilizing services and making social
 trips" (Rowles 1980, 158).
 In Tiong Bahru the elderly inhabitants negotiate the rhythms and routines of
 everyday life well, revealing a sense of physical insideness. To compensate for the loss
 or deterioration of ambulatory movement, these inhabitants resort to strategies that
 minimize the amount of effort required to complete a task or satisfy a need. For ex-
 ample, rather than cook their own meals, some of the elderly here depend on catered
 food that is brought to their homes or eat out at the Seng Poh Road Market, which is
 within walking distance. In fact, one of the reasons given by the elderly for choosing
 to remain in Tiong Bahru after their children have left the family nest for the newer
 housing estates is because it is a sufficiently self-contained development in which
 such facilities as the market, shops, the bank, the post office, bus stops, and even the
 Mass Rapid Transit are close to their apartments. Collectively, reduced physical ca-
 pabilities of Tiong Bahru residents also have an impact on the social life of the neigh-
 borhood. Mr. Wong, a sixty-eight-year-old veteran in community work who has
 served on residents' committees, lamented:
 It is increasingly difficult to find volunteers, as most of our residents are aged and
 physically not so able. We try recruiting new members for our committees, but un-
 fortunately the residents of our prewar flats are all elderly people. Doing commu-
 nity work requires the younger generation who can run. In this place, we do not
 have lifts to our blocks. You've got to climb up from the bottom to the top, five sto-
 ries in all. At one time when we collected old newspapers for resale, we had to climb
 one step at a time. Each flight of steps is entirely different from the other. They have
 got corners which suddenly end here or there. The going up is tough.
 The distinctive physical fabric of the Tiong Bahru heartland, which comprises
 walk-up apartments with steep stairs, unexpected corners, and spiral back steps, has
 become increasingly difficult for the elderly inhabitants to negotiate. Recently, in
 recognition of the many architectural barriers that hinder the physical movement of
 the elderly, the Member of Parliament representing Tiong Bahru pledged "to re-
 move the steps, build ramps, provide more gradual slopes in the footpaths, install
 535
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 better lighting, more seating and build more recreational areas" (Koo Tsai Kee,
 quoted in Tanjong Pagar Town Council n.d.). In a similar vein, the state recently an-
 nounced an improvement scheme that includes modifying elevators so they stop at
 every floor, providing nonslip bathroom and toilet floors, replacing existing taps
 with ones that have lift-up handles, and placing support handbars in the toilets for
 one-room rental apartments in blocks with high concentrations of elderly house-
 holds. In conjunction with community-based care and support services such as
 home help, meals and goods delivery, and befriender services, these physical im-
 provements are meant to facilitate movement for the elderly and to help them live
 independent lives (Straits Times 1993).
 Some physiological limitations are more difficult to handle than the physical en-
 vironment. Deteriorating eyesight, for example, can hamper movement. As a result,
 some of the elderly are cautious about going out, particularly at night. As Mrs. Chee,
 a seventy-eight-year-old lady in Kim Tian, suggested, "At night I can't go to the
 Community Center because the road is very dark and I can't see very well. I'm afraid
 I'll fall." To varying degrees, however, the elderly in Tiong Bahru have not allowed
 declining physical energies and competence to dictate or restrict their daily activities
 and routines. Over the long duration of their residence in the community they have
 developed a subtle and intimate form of involvement with the physical environ-
 ment-a physical insideness.
 Variations exist among the elderly of Tiong Bahru and Chinatown in the degree
 to which they participate physically in the neighborhood. Some cannot leave their
 homes without help because they are no longer ambulatory. But many are fairly mo-
 bile, occasionally requiring the aid of a cane. Their movements over space range
 from tracing habitual paths around the neighborhood, to trips that require the use
 of public transport out of the neighborhood, and even to journeys abroad, particu-
 larly by Tiong Bahru's elderly residents.
 In and around Tiong Bahru elderly residents can be found in all manner of ac-
 tivities in different physical niches: walking dogs in the park, moving from stall to
 stall in the market, gathering at coffee shops, patronizing hairdressers, and stopping
 at street corners to chat with other residents. Even though some may have had diffi-
 culty traversing space in the past, they have learned to overcome their limitations.
 Mrs. Chee, for example, told us that after she learned taiji (a form of Chinese martial
 arts) at her community center, her legs improved so tremendously that she could
 move all over the place without any kind of aid at all. Because of people like Mrs.
 Chee the elderly have high public visibility in Tiong Bahru, which is what gives the
 neighborhood its reputation as "an aging community." As one young observer com-
 mented, "What is distinctive about Tiong Bahru is that there are a lot of old people.
 It's an aging community, and there are a lot of old faces around. You only see young
 people during the weekends when they come back to visit their parents. But usually
 you don't see many young faces."
 Not only are the elderly traversing public spaces, they are doing so with every
 sign of consonance with the built environment. Physical insideness is achieved pri-
 536
This content downloaded from 202.161.43.77 on Sat, 12 Aug 2017 07:28:57 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms
 PLACE AND OLD AGE IN SINGAPORE
 marily through the strategy of routinization and repetition, as examples from Tiong
 Bahru and Chinatown reveal. On one of our trips to Chinatown we found eighty-
 year-old Madam Lee negotiating several flights of steps with a cane in order to visit a
 friend on another floor. Although her undertaking was extremely tedious, she perse-
 vered cheerfully and showed no doubt that she would eventually reach her destina-
 tion. As she told us, she did this regularly and knew she could manage, for the simple
 reason that she had done it often enough before. Sheer repetition assured her of her
 capabilities. Similarly, we asked Mr. Ang, a man in his sixties who lived on the top
 floor of a four-story SIT apartment in Tiong Bahru, how he managed the many
 flights of steps without an elevator. He replied, "There is no need for a lift. I can walk
 up step by step. It is not very difficult. I manage because I am used to it already." The
 built environment thus poses few barriers for those who are used to it; in other
 words, through routinized encounters and increasing familiarity with the built en-
 vironment, architectural barriers become part of the taken-for-granted world and
 cease to be obstacles.
 For elderly people, then, developing a daily routine comprising a fixed network
 of paths that are traced over and over again is an important part of ongoing partici-
 pation in the social life of a place. Markets, shops, parks, and community centers
 provide the focal points for daily jaunts out of the home that are undertaken not so
 much in order to accomplish a specific task but because they are part of a familiar
 routine. For Mrs. Fong, a widow in her late sixties, Seng Poh Road market, a stone's
 throw from her home, is well-trodden territory: "Every day I go all over the place,
 usually to the market. Whenever I am free, I just go for a walk around the market.
 Sometimes I'll end up buying something, but sometimes I don't."
 The physical insideness enjoyed by Tiong Bahru's elderly residents is developed
 not only through routines repeated over the years but also through the leisurely
 quality of their encounters with the built environment. Traversing routinized space
 is never rushed; it develops at its own pace, with time for social encounters or simply
 for observing activities and scrutinizing the environment. As in the case of Mrs.
 Fong, a market visit might occupy an entire morning. For many others, excursions
 out of the home take the form of leisurely strolls to take in the air and the sights and
 sounds. Each excursion allows plenty of time for familiarization with the environ-
 ment, for leisurely exploration, and for careful negotiation of space. Because the aim
 for many of the elderly is not so much to pass through public space as it is to be in
 that space, there is ample opportunity to develop a physical intimacy with place.
 Through regular and routinized movement over the same terrain and by allowing
 time to come to terms with the environment, the elderly familiarize themselves with
 the built environment and internalize its barriers.
 Other strategies come into play when the elderly venture beyond familiar ter-
 rain. Social and recreational trips outside Tiong Bahru, though not part of daily rou-
 tines, are not rare for elderly residents. Only seldom are they undertaken alone;
 travel in pairs, groups, and sometimes busloads is the norm. Every week Mrs. Fong,
 for example, takes a church bus to services outside Tiong Bahru. Mr. Ang's social for-
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 ays out of the neighborhood are highly varied but always in the company of other
 elderly individuals: "In my free time, I sometimes take a bus with my old friends or
 old colleagues to the airport. Or sometimes, as a member of the PA Senior Citizens'
 Club, I go for meetings two or three times a month. If the program is good, I'll join. If
 not, I don't. Sometimes I go with my friends for breakfast in Chinatown."
 Organized tours to places of interest within Singapore, as well as group excur-
 sions to Malaysia, China, and other neighboring countries, are also popular among
 the elderly of Tiong Bahru, sometimes attracting two or three busloads. The tours
 are run by community organizations such as Tiong Bahru's Senior Citizens' Club,
 Women's Sub-Committee, and Residents' Committee and are tailored to the needs
 and comforts of the elderly. All organizational details are taken care of, and partici-
 pants are ferried from place to place with minimum discomfort and effort on their
 part. Mrs. Low, a seventy-six-year-old community leader well seasoned in organiz-
 ing social occasions for elderly members of the community, described the local tours
 organized by her committee: "Many of the elderly join our tours. They are mostly
 senior citizens, retirees, and some middle-aged people. We let the travel service or-
 ganize the details for us. We usually go to four different places in one day in an air-
 conditioned bus as the weather is so hot. Nowadays we old people know how to enjoy
 life."
 Group excursions allow many of the elderly to extend their physical lifespace be-
 yond the confines of the familiar. Travel is made possible and enjoyable when elderly
 individuals team up. The popularity of group travel attests to the elderly's continu-
 ing physical involvement with the outside world, although safety has to be found in
 numbers and at the price of conformity. Other elderly residents, however, must be
 content with their more immediate surroundings because of physiological limita-
 tions. As Mrs. Chee pointed out, "While I can walk all over the place now, I can't sit in
 the tour buses for long. I get dizzy if we have to go far away. Mylegs get stiff sitting for
 too long."
 Still others maybe limited in their spatial reach because of economic, rather than
 physiological, constraints. For example, some cannot participate in activities such as
 tours because they are too expensive. This economic constraint was borne out in the
 National Survey on Senior Citizens, which reported that 13 percent of those surveyed
 had a household income of less than s$5oo per month. The national figure in 1980
 was 25 percent. Only 7.2 percent surveyed had the Central Provident Fund as a source
 of social security (Ministry of Social Affairs 1983). In 1990 the Ministry of Commu-
 nity Development also provided financial assistance to the needy, of whom 2,833
 were elderly (Cheung and Vasoo 1992, 95). That too is a reflection of the economic
 constraints that many among the elderly face.
 PLACE ATTACHMENTS
 The symbolic meanings invested in environments and the emotional relationships
 with them are significant for the elderly, not least for the sustenance of self and social
 identity. Yet in much empirical research, individual people-including the eld-
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 erly-and their intangible but often deeply important emotions and attachments to
 place have eluded analysis because such feelings appear to be difficult to grasp and
 pin down (Kong 1991, 18). Conceptually, though, a number of humanistic geogra-
 phers have explored the "richness of human existence" (Ley and Samuels 1978, 2) by
 developing concepts such as topophilia (Tuan 1974b), fields of care (Tuan 1974a), and
 insideness (Relph 1976). Usefully applied to an understanding of the elderly's rela-
 tionship with their environments, these parallel some of Rowles's concepts (1978,
 1980, 1983a, 1983b). Rowles (1978) saw two emotional attachments to places: personal
 and shared. Personal attachments develop as places come to hold special meaning for
 the individual, evoking a gamut of emotions from tragedy to elation. Consensual
 feelings can develop over time with shared experiences, and these shared, or social,
 experiences contribute tremendously to the elderly's attachment to place (Rowles
 1983b, 303). They also create a sense of "social insideness" that contributes to their
 sense of belonging (Rowles 1983b, 302).
 In our case studies it quickly became apparent that some places in the everyday
 geographies have become significant nodes in the elderly's social interactions. These
 are often within easy walking distance from home. For instance, among the aged in
 Chinatown, corridors outside the apartments become important social points for
 elderly women, who bring stools out and sit and chat during the day. As seventy-
 two-year-old Ah Lan put it, "These are all like my'sisters.' We come outside to chat or
 keep each other company. Sometimes neighbors from other floors also come and
 join us. This way, if we don't see the others, we know something is wrong. We look
 out for one another this way."
 This sense of support also develops elsewhere, as in the open spaces beside apart-
 ment blocks, where the elderly gather to chat or simply while away their time. Others
 meet at coffee shops or the void decks (ground-floor open spaces, some with stone
 benches) of their apartment blocks to play chess, watch others do so, or read news-
 papers. Similarly, in the Kim Tian area of Tiong Bahru a small neighborhood park
 almost at the doorstep of some apartment blocks has become an important social
 node, and so has the open space in front of a temple. Where no such open spaces ex-
 ist, the occasional stone tables and benches serve well. On one of our interview
 rounds we met a group of women in their mid- to late sixties who assembled infor-
 mally as part of their daily late-morning routine after they had done their minimal
 marketing or simply puttered around their house.
 The importance of such social spaces is even more marked in the case of the SIT
 heartland in Tiong Bahru. For example, the park on Boon Tiong Road is the morn-
 ing and evening gathering place for old people. The men tend to begin their hour-
 long morning walks at about 5 A.M. and then stay for a chat. The women join them a
 little later, and they all leave by about 8 A.M. In the evenings four or five old men
 gather for after-dinner conversation at about 6:30 P.M. before they head home to
 watch the evening news. The importance of these social networks and the places they
 create as a result is best exemplified in the interaction among a group of about ten
 elderly women, in at least their midsixties, who meet every Tuesday and Saturday
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 morning to have breakfast in one of the coffee shops along Seng Poh Road, a custom
 they have followed for years. Sometimes they bring food; at other times they take
 turns buying breakfast for everyone. They also celebrate the Chinese New Year to-
 gether on the fourth day by congregating in coffee shops with delicacies. Many
 Tiong Bahru residents-including the nonelderly-are fully aware of the importance
 of these physical beacons of social interaction in the elderly's community life, and
 they talk about these places as part of their overall narrative of Tiong Bahru's dis-
 tinctiveness.
 That these varied places on the social map of the elderly have gained meaning for
 them and are extremely significant for the development of shared experiences is not
 always in the forefront of their consciousness. Yet these places are so integrally
 bound up with the elderly's social ties that a threat to one clearly becomes a threat to
 the other as well. For example, challenging the continued existence of an open space
 not only means the potential disappearance of a setting for social intercourse; it can
 also be an emotional extraction for the elderly for whom the place has become part
 of daily routines. As sixty-year-old Mrs. Lim suggested, the removal of some stone
 benches in her Kim Tian neighborhood meant that, for a while, she and her friends
 had no nearby place in which to congregate, and she kept nursing a sense that some-
 thing was amiss. What this suggests is that in rapidly aging Singapore, attention will
 have to be paid to the development and maintenance of safe, accessible, and infor-
 mal physical environments in housing neighborhoods in which the elderly can en-
 gage in their own forms of social exchange.
 Apart from such informal social and spatial networks, formal organizations
 have also been influential in encouraging a sense of community and social inside-
 ness among the elderly in the heartland of Tiong Bahru. Residents' committees and
 community centers, in particular, have been active in many ways. For instance, the
 Seng Poh and Boon Tiong Residents' Committees in the SIT heart of Tiong Bahru
 have performed three key roles: organizing activities such as block parties and tours;
 improving the physical environment, particularly with the elderly in mind, by rec-
 ommending that the relevant authorities recement footpaths and improve stairways
 and lighting, for example; and helping residents, especially elderly ones, when prob-
 lems with their apartments arise. Thus, when roofs leak or doors corrode they assist
 elderly residents who are unaware of what recourse they have and are hampered by
 language barriers when trying to communicate with the relevant authorities. (Many
 of the elderly persons are conversant only in one or more Chinese dialects, whereas
 many of the authorities use English or Mandarin.) Through such assistance the resi-
 dents' committees manage to develop an almost familial relationship-certainly, a
 strong sense of social insideness-between the residents, including the elderly, and
 themselves.
 Like the residents' committees, community centers play extremely important
 roles, both as places where the elderly can gather and meet others and as effective or-
 ganizers of activities for the elderly, among others. For Mr. Lim, a sixty-five-year-old
 retiree, the newspaper-reading area in the Tiong Bahru Community Center is the fo-
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 cus of a daily map. Each day he mounts his bicycle, traverses the space from his
 apartment in the Kim Tian area to the center in a few minutes and spends an average
 of two hours reading newspapers. He has struck up a friendship with another old
 man, in his eighties, who regularly comes to the center's reading area. In the eve-
 nings, after about 6 P.M., some elderly residents also gather to watch television at the
 center; the familiarity of the daily meetings has led to the development of a strong
 and warm social network.
 Equally significant are the Tiong Bahru Community Center's activities for the
 elderly, which have achieved enormous success. The Senior Citizens' Group has 840
 members and is headed by a committee comprising both elderly volunteers and
 staff. This committee has been particularly effective in planning events for the eld-
 erly, such as tours and handicraft sessions, at which the elderly have developed
 strong ties. The Senior Citizens' Group provides participants with a sense of social
 insideness and prevents large numbers of aged residents from withdrawing from life
 and degenerating into despondency.
 Unlike the Tiong Bahru heartland, not many elderly residents use the commu-
 nity centers in Chinatown and Kim Tian, although a few go and watch television in
 the evenings. The difference can be explained by two factors. First, many of the eld-
 erly in Chinatown whom we interviewed belong to the old-old category and rely
 much more on informal, passive networks, in which they sit and chat or just keep
 one another company. Our interviewees in Tiong Bahru are more likely to be in the
 young-old category and thus are more inclined to participate in activities such as
 tours, which take them out of their immediate neighborhood. Second, many of our
 interviewees in Chinatown are living in shared, one-room apartments and are
 clearly more limited economically than are those in Tiong Bahru. Some, for exam-
 ple, are receiving government assistance in the form of social-welfare payments.
 A sense of social insideness has also developed for many elderly simply because
 of the length of time they have lived in the area and the sense of familiarity they have
 with their neighbors. Indeed, arising from their firm roots in the area, the elderly are
 recognized as stable forces and, as a consequence, still perform useful roles in the so-
 cial landscape. Being known by and knowing others is a means by which the elderly
 accumulate social credit, which translates effectively into a sense of personal worth
 and further strengthens their bonding to place. Many peer-group leaders, including
 Mr. Wong, Mrs. Lim, and fifty-nine-year-old Mr. Kwan, who have persevered un-
 stintingly in communitywork in Tiong Bahru, speak of their roles in the community
 with obvious pride. Take, for example, Mr. Wong, who has long acted as spokesman
 for the elderly in Tiong Bahru. Immersion in community work reaps bonuses in the
 form of "being known" and recognition as "the one who knows": "I do voluntary
 work in my spare time. That's why I know so many people down here. I mix a lot with
 people.... If they have problems, they come to us in the [Residents' Committee] and
 we try to solve these for them. They still come to me in spite of the fact that I've re-
 signed. They tell me that I am the one who knows."
 In the same way, Mr. Kwan, who clearly marks an account of his own life in Tiong
 541
This content downloaded from 202.161.43.77 on Sat, 12 Aug 2017 07:28:57 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms
 THE GEOGRAPHICAL REVIEW
 Bahru with events such as his election to various public committees, explains his ac-
 tive involvement in community work: "Why do I join the [Residents' Committee]?
 To know people and to get them to come down to do things." Part of a sense of social
 insideness stems from being part of a "helping network," a "community of mutual
 concern that invest[s] itself in the welfare of its members" (Rowles 1983b, 302).
 Within such a community, a sense of self is reinforced by an awareness of others.
 This is true not only for members of the elderly community who have attained lead-
 ership positions but also among the rank and file who carry out "everyday helping
 acts." Some contribute actively to organized charity in the form of making handi-
 crafts for sale at an annual children's charity fair or preparing meals for poorer eld-
 erly members who are on social welfare. Others, especially the young-old, act as
 neighborhood watchpersons by taking messages for absent neighbors from visitors
 who knock to no avail, by keeping a door key for a neighbor's child should the neigh-
 bor have to attend to an emergency situation elsewhere, and so forth.
 It is precisely through such roles, made possible by a sense of trust, familiarity,
 and social insideness, that the elderly gain a sense of self-worth. Indeed, these acts
 are appreciated by younger, working neighbors-although they may also contribute
 to the scandalmongering image with which elderly individuals are sometimes stig-
 matized. A thirty-year-old resident, for example, though appreciative of overtures
 by his elderly neighbors to help, was quick to interject: "People who stay here for a
 long time more or less know everybody around the area.... They would try to help
 one another but just if someone is ill, the whole block would know about it in no
 time through word of mouth."
 Although images of the elderly vary, it is clear that a sense of self is negotiated on
 the bases of social interaction between young and old and of mutual evaluation of
 each other. Such integration is healthy, because it gives the elderly a sense of belong-
 ing and identity.
 RECONSTRUCTED GEOGRAPHIES AND AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL INSIDENESS
 In addition to the various forms of environmental experience we have already dis-
 cussed, Rowles (1978) explored the elderly's vicarious experience of places. At times
 these places are set in locations other than their present ones, but they can also be
 their present locations set in another time: the past. In other words, although these
 locations maybe displaced in space and/or time, they nevertheless remain an impor-
 tant part of the elderly's constructions of their environments. This is possible, for ex-
 ample, through reminiscence, evoking "an attachment to places that is essentially
 self-created and to a degree fictional" and includes a range of "incident places" ("re-
 membered places") "spanning the space/time trajectory of the individual's entire life-
 span" (Rowles 1983b, 303, 305). This "autobiographical insideness" becomes part of
 the elderly's way of dealing with unresolved experiences of their past and is also a way
 in which they preserve and maintain traditions of the past (Coleman 1984). For
 many, immersion into autobiographies centers on events that then evoke the mem-
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 ory of places. That these provide personal identity is evident in statements such as, "I
 worked here when it was ..." or "I went to school here when it was ...."
 In our case studies the elderly's reminiscences about past events evoked a geogra-
 phy of past places. This geography comprises basically what we term intimate places,
 forbidden spaces, and contested spaces.
 The elderly in Chinatown and Tiong Bahru recall both the pleasant and not-so-
 pleasant intimate places of their past. The former, applicable to residents in both ar-
 eas, includes the places in which they played, where play formed part of their daily
 routines as they were growing up. The latter, particularly for residents of Chinatown,
 includes their then taken-for-granted dwelling places, recollected now with mixed
 nostalgia, crammed as they often were into communal quarters under less-than-
 hygienic conditions.
 Childhood play areas are recalled with fondness and may be seen as a way in
 which the elderly preserve the traditions of the past. Reminiscences about the past
 are also intimately related to a sense of self, given that they reveal the types of events
 and places that each person chooses to remember and inhabit vicariously (Rowles
 1983b, 307). As sixty-eight-year-old Mr. Lee revealed, his sense of identity is closely
 bound up with Chinatown because "that's where I was brought up and [that's where
 I] have my friends. I think [I was there] from the age of five or six." The places of
 those early years have been sustained so well in his memory that he talks about them
 as if they still exist as they did before, even though they have changed beyond recog-
 nition after the bulldozer and conservation team have alternately had their go in the
 area. For example, he still uses the old vernacular names of streets in the area, now
 seldom used by the younger generation, when he talks about Smith Street (Hei Yun
 Kai, or Theater Street, because of the famous opera theater Lai Chun Yuen). These
 places, as he indicated, were all part of his daily routines in his childhood. As he re-
 calls, "After my dinner, at night, there was nothing to enjoy, no TV, nothing. The only
 thing was to go out with your friends and go to Kreta Ayer Hill and Hei Yun Kai and
 Miu Zai Kai, where you listened to old people telling stories. It was free and you just
 stood there. It was our fun time."
 Similarly, sixty-three-year-old Mr. Koh, a longtime resident of Tiong Bahru, re-
 called "the sidewalk along which I played as a child and [on which] we carried lan-
 terns during the Mooncake Festival." For seventy-year-old Mrs. Heng, the "old-
 fashioned" buildings and streets in Tiong Bahru "bring back memories of the past
 even though the people have changed." Her intense attachment to place is constantly
 bolstered by her conjured images of a different past, a past comprising a raucous
 street life of hawkers and people mingling freely and a social life of tea dances, open
 doors, and friendly faces. In this sense the environment is given "critical historical
 dimensions" or a "temporal depth of meaning" (Rowles 1983b, 303), contributing to
 the autobiography of each elderly person.
 The elderly also recall the intimate places that were important in later stages of
 their lives. For example, some of the elderly in the Sago Street apartments of China-
 town discuss the importance of"the old coffee shop at the corner of [Banda Street],"
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 where many of them would gather for a general chat in their adult years. For others,
 the rows of shops along Keong Saik Street were also differentiated through personal
 friendships with the shopkeepers and the time spent sitting and chatting with
 groups of friends in these shops.
 Intimate recollections of past living quarters reveal how fairly negative condi-
 tions have also contributed to a sense of autobiographical insideness and thus to the
 elderly's perception of self. For example, an important theme in Mr. Lee's recollec-
 tions is the squalid Chinatown conditions in which he lived as a child and young
 adult, such as the old wooden houses with many people living in one room, the com-
 munal kitchen, the lack of windows and hence poor ventilation, and the multipur-
 pose room that functioned as both bedroom and hall. Mrs. Fong remembers her
 kampung (village) days in the Tiong Bahru area living in a rough-and-ready attap
 (palm-leaf) hut with the most rudimentary of public utilities.
 Both Mr. Lee and Mrs. Fong believe that such beginnings contributed to their
 development of personality and character, to their willingness to work hard and per-
 severe under difficult conditions. Although Mr. Lee now lives in a far more comfort-
 able HDB apartment, his recollection of his past environment, shared not only with
 us as interviewers but often with his children as well, is his constant expression of the
 person he believes himself to be. His personal identity is bound up with his personal
 history, which is, in turn, intimately related to his selective remembrance of events
 and places. For Mrs. Fong, who now occupies an SIT apartment with modern ameni-
 ties, the remembrance of the past as "a very different place" serves as a foil to present
 living conditions and provides a yardstick to measure and attest to improving living
 circumstances, which in turn enhances a sense of well-being. As Rowles (1983b, 308)
 argued, in the context of "life review," "to abandon these places, either physically or,
 more importantly, cognitively, is to give up identity."
 Other important elements in this sustenance of identity through reconstructed
 geographies include both the contested and the forbidden spaces of the past. For Mr.
 Lee, the former were constructed on ethnic divisions. Even though Chinatown was
 specifically set aside for the Chinese in Raffles's 1822 Town Plan, the first town-
 planning effort in Singapore, divided loyalties developed along dialect fissures. In
 his memory, these fissures involved in particular the Cantonese and the Hokkiens:
 "At that time, I think Kreta Ayer was all Cantonese occupied .... When you move to
 Telok Ayer, then it all belongs to Hokkiens-the import-export firms. From this side
 onward, Kreta Ayer is where [you find] mechanics, plumbers, samsui women carry-
 ing sand."4 While faithful to reality, what was more significant about these divisions
 was that they gathered personal meaning. As Cantonese, "whenever we played, we
 always played in this area [Kreta Ayer]. We would never cross the road to Telok Ayer
 and Maxwell Road except when we wanted to challenge them. The same for them."
 Mr. Lee's present notions of ethnicity, dialect divisions, and territoriality are all
 caught up in his earlier geographies built on a sense of contestation. For example, his
 strong feeling of loyalty to the Cantonese-which reflects his sense of the collective
 "self" versus the "Other"-and the ways in which he still seldom ventures beyond
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 Kreta Ayer into the parts of Chinatown that are regarded as less Cantonese reflect
 this strongly. Even though these divisions have now blurred to some extent, aided by
 the emerging importance of English as a lingua franca, as he himself acknowl-
 edged-"Gradually, when we were educated more in English and were a bit bigger,
 then we crossed over a bit more. Maybe after the war"-his earlier prejudices and ter-
 ritorialities have in fact survived.
 Forbidden spaces also form part of the elderly's reconstructed geographies and
 reveal their sense of autobiographical insideness. Such forbidden spaces appear to
 be part of both the known and the fictional constructions of the past. For example,
 transgressing areas known to be gangland territories could have dire consequences.
 As eighty-seven-year-old Mr. Wang recalled in Mandarin: "That was where the
 fighting broke out. It was confusion. I was beaten on the head and bled profusely. I
 always think about the incident when I go by."
 Similarly, some spaces, such as opium dens, which aroused curiosity and/or fear,
 were forbidden to children. Mr. Lee recalled being brought by a cousin to an opium
 den and then being left outside the house to wonder at what went on inside. Eventu-
 ally, by peeping through windows, he saw how "they went in and piped one opium;
 they had a lady who burned it for them. They paid them some tips ... Everybody was
 sleeping on that long bed."
 Whereas Mr. Lee recalled the opium den with wonderment, sixty-eight-year-old
 Madam Eng described how she was often sent to look for her grandfather in the
 opium den-what was to her an environment of fear. As a little girl barely into her
 teens, the dirty, smoky environments of repugnant smells and bleary-eyed adults
 put her off completely. Yet she grew up to remember it as part of her geography and
 sense of self because, in a way, it provided a definition of and indeed epitomized
 what she did not want as part of her environment and identity.
 Other forbidden spaces-those that were thought of, though never confirmed to
 be, spaces not to be visited-formed part of a "grand fiction." The most vivid exam-
 ple of this is contained in Mr. Lee's description of "the last house on [his] street":
 "[It] was a Japanese style, with bamboo door and raised platform. It was always
 firmly shut. They said that it was an old Japanese brothel. But I never knew." Such a
 space is an example of how the elderly's constructed geographies and autobio-
 graphical insideness can be built on a mixture of reality and fiction, as Rowles (1983b,
 305) suggested.
 If autobiographical insideness argues, as we have illustrated, that a sense of iden-
 tity and attachment is possible with places that no longer exist as they did, what im-
 plications are there for a country like Singapore, in which many areas are rapidly
 changing as a result of development, such as in Chinatown, where the conserved
 shophouses, though maintaining their architectural integrity, nonetheless look
 different and serve different functions?
 We offer two interpretations. On the one hand, it maybe that those who have de-
 veloped their sense of autobiographical insideness with place in fact have in their ar-
 senal a powerful means of negotiating their changing environments, one that
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 permits stability in the midst of flux. On the other hand, we suggest that by telescop-
 ing the past into the present and dwelling vicariously in past places, the elderly may
 lose touch with and ultimately succumb to the exigencies of the present. Reminis-
 cence acts as a coping strategy to compensate for the inadequacies of present living
 conditions, such as suboptimal housing, and may become a foil to action.
 Thus far we have discussed how vicarious experience of past places is possible
 and, indeed, important for the elderly. In fact, vicarious experience can also take
 place when people project themselves into the environments of significant others.
 Part of Mrs. Heng's attachment to Tiong Bahru, for example, is built on a particular
 vision of the past from the vantage point of her father, who, as she proudly recalls,
 was the first chairperson of Tiong Bahru's Community Center. She vividly recalled
 her childhood days following her father around as he busied himself with organiza-
 tional matters for the community, and many years down the road she continued to
 relish the respect and esteem he commanded among fellow residents. In her mind,
 her father's eminence not only transcended period and place but continued to pro-
 vide a status marker that she and her children could legitimately claim.
 CONCLUSIONS
 Rowles (1980, 155), in writing about the elderly's attachment to place, acknowledged
 that it is an "amorphous phenomenon"; for that reason, little research has been done
 on it. We have sought to fill this lacuna in the context of a rapidly changing urban set-
 ting. The elderly in Tiong Bahru and Chinatown are longtime residents who have
 had time to develop the various forms of insideness-physical, social, and autobio-
 graphical-with their places. That many of them experience their place as insiders is
 reflected in their implacable reluctance to leave. What we have illustrated is that the
 proximate environment, or the immediate neighborhood, is of tremendous impor-
 tance to the elderly's continued participation in life. In particular, a friendly environ-
 ment supports the elderly's ability to negotiate space and their enduring engagement
 in social networks, which in turn contribute to their sense of self-worth, rootedness,
 and identity. In this sense, we concur with Rukmalie Jayakody (1993) when he sug-
 gests that the neighborhood functions as a center of interpersonal influence, a source
 of mutual aid, an organizational base for formal and informal organizations, a refer-
 ence group and social context, and a status arena. Such proximity-anchored social
 networks have become important precisely because physical and economic con-
 straints in old age make social networks that cut across space more difficult.
 Important distinctions may be drawn between the elderly's situation in Tiong
 Bahru and in Chinatown, which point to broader conclusions about the nature of
 elderly people's relationship with their environment. The heartland of Tiong Bahru
 has remained unchanged over the decades, whereas that of Chinatown was either
 demolished or conserved after residents had been relocated to nearby apartments.
 Elderly residents are better off economically and the formal community network of
 organizations arranges more activities in Tiong Bahru than in Chinatown. Tiong
 Bahru's elderly comprise a mixture of young-old and old-old; Chinatown has more
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 of the latter. For all of these reasons, the texture of social life for the elderly appears
 denser and richer, if only marginally so, in Tiong Bahru than in Chinatown. This
 points to certain policy implications: the undesirability of relocating elderly people,
 the need for stable environments and communities, and the benefits of active com-
 munity organizations.
 In modern Singapore the likelihood that people will stay in one place through-
 out their lives is small. Many will have the opportunity to settle in at least two locali-
 ties-one in their childhood and formative years, and one in their adult lives after
 marriage. With an ever-escalating set of expectations among Singaporeans (Perry,
 Kong, and Yeoh 1997, 287-302), many are, in fact, improving their lot. Few, therefore,
 will have "critical historical dimensions" (Rowles 1983b, 303) in relationships with
 their places. Will there be a generation of displaced elderly in the years ahead?
 Furthermore, although physical and some social insideness can be re-created in
 new environments by paying attention to architectural design and social programs,
 the accumulation of social credit and the sense of autobiographical insideness can-
 not be so attained, at least not over the short term. This gives a different complexion
 to the thinking that it is possible to create ideal retirement homes for the elderly in
 environments divorced from their previous settings. As Singapore is poised on the
 threshold of a new generation in planning with the Revised Concept Plan of 1991 and
 the fifty-five development guide plans, which translate the visions of the former into
 detailed plans for particular areas, this is an excellent opportunity to consider the
 importance of place in the lives of the elderly.
 NOTES
 1. In this paper we use chronological age as our criterion for defining the elderly. Specifically, we
 use the age of sixty because it is the official definition in Singapore.
 2. The average life expectancy of Singaporeans rose from fortyyears in 1947 to seventy-fouryears
 in 1990 (Department of Statistics 1992b).
 3. Lifespace is defined as "the entire set of phenomena constituting the world of actuality for a
 person or group of persons" (Williams and Wirth 1965, 3). Birren (1969, 164) narrowed it down to
 "that part of the city he [sic] occupies physically, socially, and psychologically." In a geographical
 sense, lifespace emphasizes the spatial and locational dimensions of the experienced milieu (Rowles
 1978, 2).
 4. Samsui women are usually women from a particular province in South China who migrated
 to Singapore and worked at construction sites in their signature headgear, which protected them from
 the tropical heat.
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